Aetat. 46.]
Humorous definitions.
295
defended, and   must be   placed   to   the  account   of capricious and humorous indulgence1.     Talking to me upon this subject
post, March 23,- 1776, and March 27, 1783. ' Did you ever hear,' \vrotc Sir Walter Scott, 'of Lord Elibank's reply when Johnson's famous definition of oats was pointed out first to him. " Very true, and where will you find such men and such horses! "' Croker's Carres., ii. 35.
9 He thus defines Excise : ' A hateful tax levied upon commodities, and adjudged not by the common judges of property, but wretches hired by those to whom Excise is paid.' The Commissioners of Excise being offended by this severe reflection, consulted Mr. Murray, then Attorney General, to know whether redress could be legally obtained. I wished to have procured for my readers a copy of the opinion which he gave, and which may now be justly considered as history; but the mysterious secrecy of office, it seems, would not permit it. I am, however, informed, by very good authority, that its import was, that the passage might be considered as actionable ; but that it would be more prudent in the board not to prosecute. Johnson never made the smallest alteration in this passage. We find he still retained his early prejudice against Excise ; for in The Idler, No. 65, there is the following very extraordinary paragraph ; ' The authenticity of Clarendon's history, though printed with the sanction of one of the first Universities of the world, had not an unexpected manuscript been happily discovered, would, with the help of factious credulity, have been brought into question by the two lowest of all human beings, a Scribbler for a party, and a Commissioner of Excise.'—The persons to whom he alludes were Mr. John Oldmixon, and George Ducket, Esq.
BOSWKLL.    Mr. Cvokcr obtained  a copy of the case.
' Cast for tJie opinion of Mr. Attorney-General.
' Mr. Samuel. Johnson has lately 'published "A Dictionary of the English Language" in which are the following words :—
' "Excisic, H..I. A hateful tax levied upon commodities and adjudged not by the common judges of property, but by wretches hired by those to whom excise is paid."
' Tlie author's definition being observed by the Commissioners of Excise, they desire the favour of your opinion, " Qu. Whether it will not be cou-sidered as a libel, and if so, whether it is not proper to proceed'against tlic author,printers, and publishers thereof, or any and which of them, by information, or how otherwise ? "
'I am of opinion that it is a libel. But under all tlie circumstances, 1 should think it (tetter to give him an opportunity of altering his definition ; and, in case he do not, to threaten him with an information.
' zgt/i. Nov. 1755. If. Murray! In one of the I'arl. Debates of 1742 Johnson makes Pitt say that 'it is probable that we shall detect bribery descending through a long subordination of wretches combined against the public happiness, from the prime minister surrounded by peers and officers of state to the exciseman dictating politics amidst a company of mechanics whom he debauches fit the public expense, and lists in the service of his master with the taxes which he gathers.' Parl. Hist., xii. 570. Sec ante, p. 36, note 5.
1 He defined Favourite as * One chosen as a companion by a su-pcriour ; a mean wretch, whose whole business is by any means
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